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Making science at home: visual displays of space science and nuclear
physics at the Science Museum and on television in postwar Britain

Jean-Baptiste Gouyon*

The public presentation of science and technology in postwar Britain remains a field
open to exploration. Current scholarship on the topic is growing but still tends to con-
centrate on the written word, thus making theorizing, at this stage, difficult. This paper
is an attempt to expand the literature through two case studies that compare and syn-
thesize displays of scientific and technological knowledge in two visual media, the
Science Museum and television, in the 1950s and 1960s. The topics of these case
studies are space exploration and nuclear energy. The thesis this paper explores is that
both media fleshed out strategies of displays based on the use of categories from
everyday life. As a result, outcomes of large-scale public scientific and technological
undertakings were interwoven within audiences’ daily life experiences, thus appearing
ordinary rather than extraordinary. This use of symbols and values drawn from private
life worked to alleviate fears of risk associated with these new fields of technological
exploration and at the same time give them widespread currency in the public sphere.

Keywords: public culture of science, visual display of scientific knowledge, Science
Museum, science television, BBC, space exploration, nuclear energy

Introduction

Scholarly exploration of science and technology in the cold war period has recently
begun to look anew to its topic as ‘a varied set of concepts, practices, technologies, social
and institutional relationships, values, ideologies, and more’'. This re-examination, how-
ever, has so far yielded very little about the fine texture of their representation within
public culture. It is the contention of this paper that only by beginning to address this
absence from the literature will we be able to untangle the web of values and beliefs in
which ‘science’ and ‘technology,” as categories encompassing a sum of artifacts, individ-
uals, institutions and practices, are suspended in the context of the larger social totality.
This web of values and beliefs is what is meant in what follows by the phrase ‘public
culture of science.’

How, then, can we begin to grasp the texture of the public presentation of science
and technology in Britain in the two decades following the Second World 11? This paper
examines side-by-side displays at the Science Museum in London and in television pro-
grams during the 1950s and the 1960s. It explores the following thesis: that both media
used categories and comparisons from everyday life when putting space science and
nuclear physics on show, thus allowing their audiences to make sense of new scientific
endeavors through familiar categories. In so doing, the two media tended to present inno-
vation in science and technology as ordinary rather than exceptional. At the same time,
such use of everyday categories in displays of knowledge was also a convenient means
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to obscure military uses of scientific knowledge as not relevant to the post-Hiroshima
public culture of science.’

Although the public presentation of scientific and technological knowledge is receiv-
ing increased attention, scholarship remains limited and has concentrated most on printed
media, books and newspapers.®> This paper will complement and extend the existing liter-
ature by highlighting the role of material and visual communications in the early postwar
period through two parallel case studies. The first discusses displays of nuclear physics in
the 1950s and early 1960s. The second one considers the case of museum exhibitions
and TV programs related to the science and technology of space exploration.

Current works discussing visual displays of science and technology on film, television
and in museums demonstrate the pertinence of material culture studies for understanding
these displays.* This literature draws attention to the value of looking at the processes of
production of these displays, including the discussions and negotiations among historical
actors through which they were constructed. In paying attention to the agency of film-
makers, television producers or museum curators, this scholarship also takes as focus the
media’s positioning in relation to science. In related fashion, it emphasizes the value of
analyzing these media according to their own conventions, rather than in reference to
other criteria (such as those of the scientific enterprise), if one is to get a proper under-
standing of these displays. For, as Gregory and Miller pointed out, studying science in
the media is mostly about understanding the media.’

Examining displays of science and technology using insights provided by the study of
material culture also makes relevant the problem of how audiences engaged with and
understood exhibitions or television programs. In particular, it foregrounds the issue of
viewers’ bodily encounters with displays, of their somatic and sensory reactions, particu-
larly to address the question, ‘What did they see?.’® This approach, which addresses
visual displays as ‘active sites of cultural production’,” seeks to understand the cultural
meanings of science and technology intended by and produced in the museum exhibitions
and television programs of the 1950s and 1960s.

As Jane Gregory and Martin Bauer have shown, nuclear energy and space exploration
were the main topics for the public communication of science in Britain, in the 1950s
and 1960s, respectively.® The Manhattan project and its outcome transformed the topic of
atomic physics. The bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki changed the public status of
nuclear research from relative obscurity to front-page headlines. At the same time, post-
war governmental policy created a dichotomy between peaceful and military uses of the
atom throughout the 1950s and beyond.’ In the words of Ian Welsh, these events were
part of ‘a founding moment of high modernity.”'® As were the first steps of space flight,
an activity which, since the late 1950s, captured the imagination of political leaders, the
media and their audiences as the epitome of the promises of scientifically and technologi-
cally mediated progress.'!

In the postwar years, both the Science Museum and the BBC were key national insti-
tutions, mediating among political and economical elites — the Establishment — publics,
and scientific and technical communities. The museum was a broadly popular site of visi-
tation and arbiter of science and technology to British publics which, during the early
1960s, attracted roughly 1 million visitors a year. The three-day 1962 exhibition of the
Mercury capsule Friendship 7, for its part, received 25,000 visits, which then had broad
impact in the British press. In similar fashion, the BBC, which had come out of the war
with a strong reputation of truth telling, saw an increase in the number of households
equip;l)zed with a TV set from a little over 1 million in 1952 to around 12 millions in
1962.
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The period that will occupy us here, the 1950s and 1960s, is significant both in terms
of the public culture of science and the development of the media that contributed to,
and reflected this culture. The years following the so-called 1957 ‘Sputnik-shock,” wit-
nessed a surge in concerns about scientific education in western countries, which contin-
ued well into the 1960s. What was then perceived as Soviet scientific and technological
supremacy was seen as the outcome of a program of mass education producing battalions
of skilled scientists and engineers, more efficient by far than what was going on any-
where in the West."? In Britain, major public interest for issues related to science and
technology conjugated with the Establishment’s perception that scientific knowledge was
crucial for the national interest and to generate ‘a particular linkage between science and
national identity.”'* As the newly established New Scientist’s admonished in 1956: ‘If
Britain is to remain a first-class economic Power our Government, our Parliament and
our people must become far more keenly aware of the ascendancy of science.”’> Such
ambitions called for practical means to represent technology and the sciences to the peo-
ple and manufacture common understanding about the value and the significance of sci-
entific and technological knowledge in postwar Britain.

This paper is about two such means. Both the Science Museum in London and the
BBC were perceived by their personnel, the members of the scientific community and the
Establishment as pivotal for implementing such national policy on the public value of sci-
ence and technology. Moreover, and importantly, linkages between the two institutions
helped reinforce this shaping of the public culture of science and technology in postwar
Britain. This paper argues that these values intentionally mirrored those of everyday life.
One purpose was to lessen public perceptions of risks. Another was to gain broad support
for state-sponsored, large-scale techno-scientific projects and make them part of the pub-
lic sphere by relating them to the lived experience of individuals. In that sense, the media
under examination here may be said to have participated in the genesis of postwar ideas
of democratic accountability for the politics of science and technology.'®

These efforts to integrate science and technology in spectators’ daily life through the
use of domestic metaphors should not necessarily be seen as contradictory to the simulta-
neous call for national prestige exemplified above in the New Scientist’s editorial. Indeed,
as the examples used in this paper will show, the two notions of everyday life and
national prestige often cohabited in the same display. For example, a television program
about nuclear reactors on the BBC (Fuel for the Future, 1965) would compare British
designs with American ones and have an American participant suggest that the British
design was more efficient than its American counterpart. Or when the Mercury capsule
Friendship 7 was shown at the Science Museum, part of the publicity for the show was
to emphasize that London was the spacecraft’s first stop on its world tour. The simulta-
neous call for national prestige and emphasis of the ordinary, instead of a sign of internal
contradiction, can be seen as revelatory of a process of democratization of knowledge
about science and technology in the postwar period.

In what follows, I will first briefly describe the way staff at the museum and at the
BBC both positioned their display-making work in relation to science. I will then con-
sider displays related to nuclear physics, starting with the Science Museum’s1946 exhibi-
tion ‘Atomic Energy and Uranium.” This topic, already present in the literature'’,
especially as relating to international exhibitions, introduces the central thesis of the paper
about the use of everyday life metaphors in displays of science and technology. I will
then turn to the more substantial case study related to displays of space science and tech-
nology. This second part will focus on two cases, the 1962 exhibition of the Mercury
capsule Friendship 7 and the BBC Horizon program Man in Space (1966).
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Deploying good showmanship to attract spectators

At the Science Museum, under the directorship of Frank Sherwood Taylor'®, the early
1950s were marked by an intense reflection on the educational mission of the institution
and how it related to schools. This reflection took place at a time when the political and
economical elites expressed worries about a potential lack of skilled workforce to sustain
the competitiveness of British economy. Sherwood Taylor’s conception was that the
Museum had to become ‘one of the factors influencing young people towards the selec-
tion of Science and Technology as a career’.'” And this mission could be fulfilled by pro-
viding ‘instruction through pleasure’.?’ Accordingly, he invited curators to get inspiration
from ‘shop counter display, the strip cartoon, the variegated techniques of advertising,
radio, television, the cinema and the stage’.21

Encouraged by the Advisory Council of the Science Museum”, Sherwood Taylor
established in 1951 the ‘Committee on the provision for the needs of Children in the
Science Museum,’ intended to reflect on how best the institution could make children
interested in science.”® In 1955-1956, this Committee commissioned educational psychol-
ogists to study the behavior of young visitors and make recommendations on how dis-
plays should be organized to best suit this audience.”* In the mid-1950s, still under the
impulsion of Sherwood Taylor, the Museum established the Education Service, specifi-
cally devoted to liaising between schools and the Museum so as to improve the latter’s
educational role.”> One of its first accomplishments was to set up, starting in July 1955,
special lectures for visiting school parties, featuring demonstrations designed to illustrate
‘fundamental principles in physics and in engineering.’*® The idea for these lectures orig-
inated in a conversation Sherwood Taylor had in September 1954 with Sir Lawrence
Bragg, a Nobel laureate in physics, on the latter’s own series of lectures for schools at
the Royal Institution.?” Likewise, the Museum’s lectures were aimed at sixth-form school
children, laid emphasis ‘on the historical development of science and engineering,” and
were constructed around performances of historical scientific experiments.”®

Though placing emphasis on the Museum’s educational role, all this reflection did not
aim to have the Museum imitate the pedagogy in schools; rather it assumed that the
Museum had its own mode of address. In the words of William O’Dea, then the Keeper
of Aeronautics and Sailing,

Museums are (...) educational institutions in which teachers, as distinct from curators, may
have specialized functions. Teachers may lead study groups of definable age categories or
competence and may organize educational activities. The curator on the other hand must try
to make his exhibits intelligible to all groups and repellent to none. The art of the curator is
to beguile, and by so doing to educate.”’

O’Dea then concluded: ‘Why, at least out of school, and probably even there as well,
should education not be fun?”*° The Science Museum was thus meant to inspire young
visitors to engage in a career in Science and Technology, but was also to be a means of
education of the whole population. And entertainment was the method for simultaneously
addressing these different audiences.

In comparison, period television was fashioned, in terms of the practices involved in
constructing the output, as well as the values and beliefs associated with it, as a medium
that could be at the same time informative, entertaining and educative. As James Farry
and David Kirby recently reminded us in this journal,’! when the BBC television service
resumed after World War 11, it was within a corporation still dominated by the ‘spoken
word.” Two professional cultures began struggling to shape it: one originated in the world
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of radio broadcasting, the other came from film-making. The former was undertaken by
personnel from BBC Radio who had moved over to staff the new television department.
They brought with them formats of programs and ways of making them, centered on the
studio and the notion of live performance. Their institutional home was the Talks depart-
ment. Film-makers, on their part, housed first in the Documentary department, and later,
in the Outside Broadcast Department, privileged visual form and storytelling.**> This was
where the science program Horizon (still a BBC fixture) was created. A third and later
force shaping the medium was introduced with the 1954 Independent Television Act,
which pushed the BBC to compete with other broadcasters to attract audiences’ attention.
In this postwar period marked with strong beliefs in the value of science and technology
as vectors of progress and social improvement, television producers perceived science as
a source of potentially visually spectacular programs critical in competing for the atten-
tion of viewers.*

Throughout the late 1950s and early 1960s the BBC and the Science Museum devel-
oped a dense two-way relationship, to the extent that in the 1964 report of the Science
Museum it was stated: “The Science Museum actively and willingly assists science televi-
sion’.>* The Museum lent objects for programs, and it also saw the BBC as a means to
reach audiences outside London. For example, the BBC Children’s Hour program Science
on Show on 9 January 1959, was broadcast live from the Science Museum Children’s
Gallery, with several exhibits demonstrated by former guide-lecturer Sydney Herbert
Grooms, who had retired in 1958 but was brought back for the program.>> Lectures at
the museum (performed by guide-lecturers from the Education Service) that had been par-
ticularly popular also provided content for television:

In the case of ‘Experiments in Radio-activity’ by R.A. Faires, for example, the officer in
charge of the [Education] Service had to ask the B.B.C. to put this on schools television in
order to relieve the lecturer of the burden of tedious and laborious repetition to groups of
180 at a time. If and when this lecture is adopted by the B.B.C. our attendances (sic.) are
bound to drop, but a vast school population, numbered in hundreds of thousands all over the
country, will gain.*®

Although in the mid-1960s drops in attendance to the Museum’s lecture demonstrations
were attributed to the rise in prominence of television, this relationship between the
Science Museum and science television was perceived as ‘a good thing, if one views
science education from a national and not a parochial stand-point.”*’

As will appear in what follows, a similar approach to the public presentation of sci-
ence and technology was being developed in the two media at roughly the same time,
based on similar understandings of audiences expectations. Such similarities should not
come as a surprise, for both the museum and television participated in the same ‘cultural
apparatus’, which was dominated by visual forms of entertainment and made the subject
a spectator rather than a participant, and whose roots go back to the second half of the
nineteenth century.38

In 1950, Henry Calvert, curator of the Department of Astronomy of the Science
Museum, authored a note arguing that displays should be simple and amusing. Visitors,
he said, will stop at an object if it is ‘attractively displayed.” In his view, erudite labels
and instruction came only second after ‘good showmanship,” which was the means to
attract and retain the attention of the spectator.
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This then should be our method: to attract people to an object by good showmanship, and
when their interest is aroused to make sure that the instructive explanation is easily at hand
to satisfy their curiosity.

In this note, Calvert argued for and sought to apply to the entire Museum the strategy of
displaying eye-catching and amusing exhibits used since 1931 in the Museum’s
Children’s Gallery. Although, he stated, the Science Museum caters for ‘a varied public
of many degrees of education,” most visitors are not drawn to the Museum by a deep
interest in Science, but because they are looking for entertainment. And the Children’s
Gallery ‘is what makes an impression on them.” This gallery played a central role in the
Museum, as captured in the words of its founder, Frederick St A. Hartley,

although there are a number of exhibits illustrating elementary principles, the Gallery’s chief
purpose is to show what things mean, that is, their significance in our daily lives, rather than
how they work.*

Good showmanship was to be deployed in the whole museum to attract visitors and
enable them to relate what they saw, the artifacts, processes, principles put on show, to
their everyday material experience. Pleasure could then be derived from seeing abstruse
things through a familiar lens.

On television, entertainment and visual pleasure were, likewise, given priority over
pedagogy. Shortly after television broadcast had resumed in Britain after World War 11,
some prominent British scientists, believing that the young medium could be harnessed
as an efficient means of increasing scientific literacy and the appreciation of science in
the general population, sought to exert control over the BBC’s science broadcasting.*!
Television personnel involved in defining television science agreed on the necessity to
scientifically educate the population (not least because several were science graduates).
But they were at the same time keen on remaining in control of the medium.** As was
the case with exhibitions at the Science Museum, displays of science on television were
conceived of by their makers as having to be primarily entertaining and pleasurable in
order to draw and retain spectators’ attention. Once pleasure had been elicited, some of
the ideas of science could be communicated.

For instance in 1957, television producer James McCloy justified a projected televi-
sion program about space travel because it could be at the same time ‘entertaining, inter-
esting, and responsible.”*> But, the notion finds a still clearer expression in a 1963 memo
from television science producer Philip Daly, written when planning was still ongoing at
the newly established BBC Outside Broadcast (part of the network’s Feature and Science
Department) about the form the projected science program Horizon should adopt,

On a monthly basis we should aim at a 45 min. spot, and within that period limit ourselves
to three main items, one of which should be visually exciting. We must avoid the didactic
approach at all costs. The intent always must be ideas and the problems associated with
those4£deas; never the straightforward teaching and demonstrating approach as an end in
itself.

As this quote shows, science museum curators and television science producers in the
1950s and 1960s both emphasized the necessity to privilege visual pleasure, and insisted
that displays should be focused on conveying the meanings of science and technology
rather than on pedagogy and education. In each instance, these efforts relied on the use
of visual metaphors related to everyday life.
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‘Unlimited power for mankind from the hydrogen in sea-water!’*

The examination of public displays of nuclear physics as they took place during the
1950s and 1960s, both at the museum and on television, shows that both media relied on
extensive use of everyday life categories to present nuclear science and technology to
their audiences. This helped lessen negative feelings toward the vast destructive power of
this new capability and to downplay the fearfulness associated with its military uses. This
fell in line with the philosophy of the ‘Atom for Peace’ program, initiated by President
Eisenhower’s presentation to the UN General Assembly on 8 December 1953. It was also
coherent with recommendations from the British Government, which, in 1955, encour-
aged the media to avoid causing ‘distress [in the public] by needless exposition of the
detailed results of thermo-nuclear explosions or to induce a state of hopeless inertia’.*® In
looking to life categories as a rhetorical resource, the trope of domestication gained
prominence; nuclear physics and its applications were fashioned as a process of taming
an elementary force of nature, controlling it, making it meaningful for an everyday use.*’
Thus, research directed towards peaceful uses of the atom stood in marked contrast with
weapons development, from which normal science practice was actively distanced.

Atoms in the kitchen

In 1946, one of the first exhibitions at the Science Museum on reopening after World
War II, was called ‘Atomic Energy and Uranium.”*® The introductory part of the display
consisted of laboratory objects and instruments such ‘as Bohr atom-models, a careful
selection of Wilson track photographs, Aston’s mass spectrograph, Cockcroft and
Walton’s [accelerator], and an early cyclotron of E.O. Lawrence.”*” But besides this pre-
sentation of historical artifacts from the early days of research on atoms, the point of the
exhibition was also to ‘give visitors some idea of the nature of Uranium, what it is, how
it is extracted and for what it is commonly employed.”® Alexander Barclay, the keeper in
charge with elaborating a scheme for the exhibition, suggested that the display should
comprise a map showing the main sources of uranium, specimens of uranium ores and of
metallic uranium, photographs illustrating mining and ore dressing, as well as specimens
of uranium compounds. Finally, there should be ‘examples illustrating everyday uses of
uranium compounds (e.g. fluorescent glass, pottery glazes, special steel, etc.)’.”!

The description of the exhibition and of its intended objectives points towards the use
of categories related to everyday life, the mundane and the banal, and away from the
associations with the military or the extraordinary. Although one could argue, as Sophie
Forgan does, that these pots and plates ‘had nothing to do with atomic energy’>?, they
were an integral part of the exhibition and enjoyed great popularity among visitors.’
Such objects (whose glowing property was revealed by special lighting) had been specifi-
cally selected for the exhibition to convey meanings about the everyday use of uranium.
As much as the historical science objects put on display, easily associated with ‘pure sci-
entific research’,>* this kitchenware provided a material means through which audiences
could become familiar with uranium and the whole topic of atomic energy, and gather
knowledge about it. Such estheticizing of the primary material for the atomic bomb, and
associating it with basic kitchenware, served as one of the exhibition’s multiple points of
entry to understand nuclear physics, allowing visitors to integrate the subject with their
daily life experience.

This choice of approach may have been partly motivated by uranium’s topicality. The
exhibition, organized just months after the two atomic bombs had been dropped on
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Hiroshima and Nagasaki, killing 210.000 people, dealt with a sensitive topic. As
Hermann Shaw, the director of the museum put it, ‘I realise that the present policy may
not allow the full story of uranium to be told.””> To foreground more mundane uses of
uranium was, thus, a way of saying something about it nonetheless.

Still military applications of atomic physics in the form of weapons of mass destruc-
tion were evoked in the exhibition. This was done in a rather playful way with a
‘Mechanical model of an atomic bomb’,>® an object which, in its design, might have
been at home in the Children’s Gallery. Built by Keeper Francis A.B. Ward, it was made
of a number of units, each consisting of a mousetrap and three ping-pong balls to repre-
sent the nucleus of an atom of **U or of plutonium.

The reaction is initiated by dropping a single table-tennis ball upon the unit in the first row.
(...) The ball then falls upon the target of the unit in the first row; this unit explodes, pro-
jecting its three ‘neutrons’ upwards and to the right (...); some of these ‘neutrons’ impinge
upon the targets of other units, which also blow up, and the ‘chain reaction’ is established.
If a relatively large number of hits happen to be scored in the first few rows, the action
becomes almost ‘explosive’ in type, and lasts only about three seconds, but, if the early
number of hits is smaller, the release of energy proceeds more steadily, lastmg 5t0 10 s’

This ‘model of an atomic bomb’ was ‘demonstrated daily until 1948, and aroused much
interest’.”® Made of very mundane items — mouse traps and ping-pong balls — it pre-
sented the physical principle playfully and made it easily graspable, while putting its fear-
ful consequences at a distance.

Cheaper electricity for everyone

A similar trajectory can be recognized in presenting nuclear energy on television. An
example is the 1965 Horizon program Fuel for the Future. It was billed as an attempt to
inform viewers about the type of nuclear reactor chosen to equip the next generation of
power stations in Britain. It took the form of a studio sequence during which the head of
the Reactor Physics Group of the UKAEA (United Kingdom Atomic Energy Agency)
and the chairman of the Central Electricity Generating Board (CEGB) were questioned
by a reporter and the BBC science correspondent. This was complemented by a display
of models of reactors and nuclear research sites, and a filmed tour of the Atomic Energy
Research Establishment at Winfrith Heath.

Although the program dealt with basic aspects of the functioning of a nuclear reactor,
the main idea conveyed to viewers was that a nuclear reactor produces ‘cheaper electric-
ity.” As the billing for the program in Radio Times read:

The design was called AGR, standing for Advanced Gas-cooled Reactor, and it was chosen
in preference to, among others, a promising American design. It was for the de51gners a
promise of prestige, and for the consumers — you and I — a promise of cheaper electricity.>

In the course of the studio sequence, a question from David Wilson, the BBC science
correspondent, specifically addressed the functioning of a nuclear reactor and the differ-
ences between the two designs. This eventually led to the representative of the UKEAE
suggesting that the choice of design had been made on the ground of a cost-benefit anal-
ysis. Gas-cooled reactors can work with non-enriched uranium, which the competing
design did not allow. And ‘the plant for manufacturing slightly enriched uranium we
regard as being an expensive plant in this country.”®® The representative of the CEGB
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concurred. The gas-cooled reactor was chosen ‘because it was the best buy. (...) the
A.G.R. (...) produces power rather more than 10 per cent cheaper than coal and about 7
per cent cheaper than its closest nuclear competitor.”®' The television program, thus,
framed nuclear energy for their audiences in terms of the costs of producing electricity
and the positive consequences it would have for the household economy. Besides, as the
quote from the Radio Times shows, in this rhetoric the quest for national prestige could
be merged with domestic political interest in lower energy costs.

As these examples of exhibitions at the Science Museum or television programs sug-
gest, displays of nuclear physics in the 1950s and 1960s aimed to provide audiences with
just enough basic science to understand the changes in their everyday life brought about
by the scientific enterprise and to welcome these changes as beneficial.®? Pivotal to this
effort was the construction, inside the displays, of categories related to everyday life in
the household, such as displaying kitchenware, or emphasizing the benefits nuclear phys-
ics brought to the domestic economy.

This strategy was evident in other period television programming and exhibitions,
such as the 1957 episode of the BBC series Frontiers of Science titled ‘Nuclear Energy
in the service of Man,” and the 1962 Science Museum exhibition ‘Atoms at work,’
designed by the UKAEA. The latter first introduced ‘in simple language the basic princi-
ples of atomic structure and nuclear fission.” It then dealt with the working of

a nuclear reactor; the British Nuclear Power Programme, the manufacture of uranium fuel
for reactors; the development of new types of reactor for electricity generation; the use of
radioisotopes in industry, medicine, agriculture and research; fundamental research, e.g. into
the nature of atomic nuclei and the behaviour of materials which are or might be used in
nuclear reactors.

Placing such an emphasis on such categories as receiving medical treatment, producing
food and work in the factory gave credence to the idea that domesticating nuclear energy
was unproblematic and ordinary. It also put forward a definition of scientific research as
an enterprise devoted to controlling nature for the benefits of humankind.®* The mode of
exposition used in displays of nuclear physics constantly summoned the rhetoric and
material culture of the private sphere and placed them in the public context of a museum
exhibition or a television program. In turn, it also brought the public realm of the state-
sponsored work of scientific knowledge and technology into the privacy of everyday life.
The distinction between private and public has been classically analyzed in relation to the
notion of risk, the private space of home associated with safety in contradistinction with
the public space and its associated risks.®> Considered in the postwar context of new and
potentially threatening knowledge, these modes of display mobilized the private to defuse
any feeling of risk in relation to nuclear physics and its applications.

In this period, in the West, no object other than the car (a ‘public-private hybrid’®®)
better epitomizes the interpenetration of the private and the public identified in these dis-
plays of scientific and technological knowledge. It should not come as a surprise then
that the car metaphor became central to strategies of presentation in another field of sci-
entific and technological innovation: space exploration.

Space travel, the future of the automobile

The 12th of April 1961, the day when Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin successfully orb-
ited the earth aboard the spacecraft Vostok 1, marked the beginning of a human presence
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in space. It took the US nearly a year to equal this feat, placing astronaut John Glenn,
riding in Mercury capsule Friendship 7, in orbit on 20th of February 1962.

Less than three months after Glenn had orbited three times around the earth, the US
State Department, via its embassy in London, offered the Science Museum the spacecraft
to exhibit.°” The offer was greeted with enthusiasm, with the exhibition occurring from
14-17 May 1962. The display was part of a world tour organized by the US Information
Agency (USIA), in collaboration with NASA, in an effort to publicize the US space
program and, at the same time, valorize it for the American people. It is notable that
Kenneth Kleinknecht, manager of the Mercury project, was eager to obtain copies of
photographs of ‘lines of people’® queuing to see the spacecraft. The Science Museum
was the first stop on the world tour outside the American continent, and Kleinknecht
must have been satisfied. About 25,000 people attended the show, queuing all the way
down Exhibition Road, hoping to have a look at the capsule and its illuminated interior
(Figure 1).

In 1962, a space capsule was still a novelty. By the time of the London display,
between the USA and USSR only five manned spacecrafts had been successfully
launched.® For visitors, the May exhibition was the first opportunity they had to see and
understand an actual spacecraft.’’ The Friendship 7 exhibition was as much about teach-
ing people how to interact with such an object as it was about communicating knowledge
of the budding field of space exploration. Organizers of the exhibition sought to shape
public perception of space-related artifacts, fostering specific public representations of
space science. As is the case with any other instance of mediation, this was to be
achieved by appealing to visitors’ own sense of agency.”"

The Friendship 7 exhibition was modest in scale. The capsule was the sole object.
Lying on a trolley, it stood in front of a curved panel displaying photographs illustrating

Figure 1. 25,000 people queued to have a chance of seeing the Mercury capsule Friendship 7 at
the Science Museum in London. Here the queue on Exhibition Road goes all the way down to
Cromwell Road
© The Science Museum, London/Science and Society Picture Library.
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different stages of the mission (Figure 2). Designed as an immersive and a multisensory
experience, the exhibition involved hearing, sight and touch. It was meant to provide visi-
tors with a lived experience of space flight, turning them into participants in the endeavor
rather than mere spectators. As with the discussion of displays of nuclear physics, this
exhibition also used the fabric of daily life as a communication strategy rather than one
that featured the actual science of space flight.

As they queued, visitors first heard a sound-recording played in a loop of a three-
minute extract of the communication between the capsule and the control rooms on the
ground. Passing through a narrow doorway, they would then step into a panorama, figura-
tively positioning them in space alongside the capsule in orbit. The spacecraft, installed
on its podium, stood before a large curved panel displaying photographs depicting differ-
ent stages of the mission (Figure 2). The backdrop to the capsule itself was a photograph
of the west coast of the African continent, taken from the capsule while in orbit. This lat-
ter picture was specifically intended to be ‘seen by approaching visitors as a background
for the capsule’.”? The whole display, thus, visually located the capsule in its most dra-
matic context, making visitors part of the unfolding epic of the space age.

The whole exhibition was premised on the notion that knowledge can be acquired
and communicated by visual means. Designers insisted that the photo-panels have ‘no
text,” and therefore required ‘no translation.””® Alongside the spacecraft was a platform.
Climbing up a few steps, visitors could lean on the capsule and have a look inside it.
This opportunity to glance into Friendship 7 was the main attraction advertised in
advance. The press notice announcing the London exhibition, stated that
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Figure 2.  The exhibition was simple. The capsule, lying on a trolley, stood in front of a curved
panel with photographs. Visitors could climb on a platform to examine the spacecraft
© The Science Museum, London/Science and Society Picture Library.
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Complete in every particular as when it was recovered from the Pacific [...] the space cap-
sule, both inside and out, can be viewed by visitors to the exhibit. Although closed, a view
of the inside of the capsule will be had from the small window through which Col. Glenn
saw four sunsets. For its London Showing, a figure in a space suit representing the Astro-
naut will be seated at the controls in the spacecraft.”*

What was invited here could be termed a ‘reversed gaze,” explicitly installing visitors in
a reversed position as compared with Glenn’s, making them wholly external to the space-
craft. Through this advertised reversed gaze the capsule was constructed for the audience
as ‘a technology to be seen,” whereas to Glenn it was a ‘seeing technology’ (Figure 3).”
This reversed gaze through the window had a voyeuristic undertone. Visitors were pro-
vided with a sense of the intimacy of the capsule as a confined living space and to imag-
ine themselves in the position of the astronaut. With this invitation, the capsule is posited
as an object of inquiry, an object about which visitors could gather knowledge on their
own terms.

The same could be said of the NASA film depicting the mission, Friendship 7, shown
in the Science Museum’s Lecture Theatre seven times a day during the three days that
the exhibition lasted. The film consisted mostly of edited footage of what was happening
in the confined space inside the capsule, obtained with a 16 mm camera inserted in the
spacecraft’s control panel. Taking views of ‘the astronaut’s face and upper torso area in
color at 360 frames/min or 5 frames/min, depending on the mission phase’,’® the camera
was meant to provide physiologists and other scientists with data about the astronaut’s
physiological response to flight. This ‘pilot-observer camera,” as it is called in the flight
report, was thus an instrument of surveillance, meant to capture Glenn’s reactions and
behavior. For visitors, the film offered the possibility to voyeuristically witness what hap-
pened to Glenn within the capsule, the close-ups of his face providing material for them
to imagine what it was like to be in the capsule. Visual artifacts which had been of use
to scientific practitioners to generate physiological knowledge about space conditions
served as sources of another kind of knowledge for a public audience.

Historical studies indicate that ‘display as a specialized aspect of advertising’ has
informed the physical organization of museum exhibits since at least the 1930s.”” The
mode of display of Friendship 7 can be seen through this lens, in particular in its similar-
ity to advertising strategies used in motor shows.”® The layout of the exhibition suggests
that the capsule, as a vehicle, was meant to be encountered in the same way as a new
model of car in a motor show. The museum display, it might be argued, sought to pro-
vide the audience with means of relating their encounter with the capsule, an extraordi-
nary artifact, to more familiar, mundane, experiences, such as looking at the latest model
of Volkswagen. Moreover, the designers displayed the capsule so that a visitor looked
down on it, making it seem small and unthreatening. In other words, the museum display
presented space exploration, as embodied in the displayed spacecraft, in a manner consis-
tent with everyday experience. It gave preference to a narrative that rendered the capsule
and the broader project of space flight exciting, but yet ordinary, rather than emphasizing
the complexities of advanced science and technology and the work and research poured
into developing it.

Audiences’ reactions to the exhibition seem to support this hypothesis that the capsule
was viewed from a matter-of-fact perspective. Questions from visitors (contained in the
report from the NASA technician on duty for the London exhibition) included: ‘What
was the capsule temperature [when it re-entered the atmosphere]? Why is [the] capsule
black? Are we ahead of the Russians? What problems did Glenn have? etc.’’”® A
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Figure 3. Reversed gaze. ‘A view of the inside of the capsule will be had from the small win-
dow through which Col. Glenn saw four sunsets.” Visitors gazing at the spacecraft’s illuminated
interior
© The Science Museum, London/Science and Society Picture Library.

correspondent from The Times reported that ‘the general comment appeared to be: “Isn’t
it small?”.”®° In their encounter with the capsule, people focused primarily on details that
reflected their own imagining of the experience of the astronaut. They did not seem over-
whelmed by the artifact itself, nor did they ask questions about the larger context of
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science and technology of which space flight was a part. The exhibition sought to and
apparently did render space flight graspable to a typical, non-specialist visitor.

On the evening of the first night of the London display of Friendship 7, the BBC pro-
gram Panorama was broadcast live from the Science Museum. The first part of the pro-
gram featured trusted host Richard Dimbleby describing the capsule and the mission
(Figure 4). A 10-min extract from the NASA film Friendship 7 followed, and then a
researcher from MIT was interviewed on the prospects of space exploration. In his pre-
sentation of the spacecraft, Dimbleby insisted on its smallness, its approachability. He
touched it repeatedly and in a gentle way as if to demonstrate its innocuousness. Next he
disappeared from the frame, offering viewers a seemingly unmediated encounter with the
capsule, save from his hand waving from time to time at the margin of the frame, a reas-
suring reminder that nothing was to be feared from the machine. His commentary
included minimal technical knowledge, presumably regarding it as esoteric and irrelevant
to the everyday person:

The whole cockpit is a solid mess of dials and gauges. Impossible for me to explain what
all these things here mean, but Glenn had to know the meaning of them all. They told him
what was happening.®'

Instead, Dimbleby focused on what the astronaut endured while in the capsule, thus fall-
ing in line with the general anthropocentric coverage of space by the BBC. The tone is
decidedly playful, as when Dimbleby addresses the camera, as if addressing members of
the audience, inviting them to come closer and have a look inside the capsule, thus again
placing emphasis on a non-technical, everyday appreciation of the object. His closing
commentary to the program epitomized this approach:

Figure 4. In the evening of the 14 May 1962, BBC’s current affair program Panorama was
broadcast live from the Science Museum. Richard Dimbleby opens the program standing against
the spacecraft
© The Science Museum, London/Science and Society Picture Library.
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And so we end Panorama tonight, as we began, in the Science Museum, leaning up against
what has now became our old friend, Friendship 7.

The possibility of physically encountering the capsule and looking inside it was the defin-
ing feature of the exhibition. This was the attraction advertised in advance; it was also
how the capsule was shown on television. Taking into account this materiality of the dis-
play suggests that the capsule, lying on a podium with visitors coming close and bending
over to look through its window, mirrored the display of new models of cars at motor
shows. The automobile, the epitome of twentieth-century industrial capitalism, provided a
key metaphorical resource for the display of another vehicle, a space capsule.

Such analogy was expressed explicitly in the May 1966, BBC broadcast of a Horizon
program titled Man in Space, intended to present the subjective aspects of space travel.
As Adrian Malone, the program producer, explained — lyrically — in a letter to NASA’s
John McLeish:

The subject of our programme, briefly, is man in space. (...) It is easy for the layman to
think of the astronaut as a superman — almost a machine, who is the product of a large com-
plex and expensive technological, political and scientific process. One tends to forget that
the astronaut is human and therefore the greatest care must be taken to maintain this most
delicate of instruments, the human being. It is this scientific attention to what seem to be
minor everyday details which is the element which we would like to underline.

In 1966, as in 1962, the display of space exploration was approached, as this citation
indicates, from an everyday life perspective, that is from a perspective that emphasizes
such corporeal and taken-for-granted aspects of existence as eating, sleeping, etc. This
program from the Horizon series, ‘the main prestige program in the BBC science out-
put.”® was conceived so as to allow ‘the layman’ to relate to this highly sophisticated
scientific endeavor through familiar and homely categories, thus making space accom-
plishments approachable, easier to integrate into people’s daily life experience.

To begin with, the opening shot of Man in Space quite straightforwardly establishes
the car as the central metaphorical resource of the program. The sequence is very cine-
matic, its esthetic reminiscent of 1950s film noir. The first frame is taken from inside a
car, looking towards the street through the opened driver’s door, the wheel in the fore-
ground. A man enters the car and sits behind the wheel, closes the door and turns the
ignition on. The car starts advancing while a voice (later identified as that of astronaut
Frank Borman) is heard saying: ‘we all live in the community in suburban America out
here, not in barracks but individual little private homes. I feel just like a father that lives
in suburbia trying to raise two boys and away from home more than I would like to be.’
Then follows a cut to an extract of the 1962 film Friendship 7, with John Glenn strapped
on his seat, seen at the moment of take-off, while the opening titles appear on the screen
(Figure 5).

The piece de resistance in the program is an interview with astronaut Frank Borman,
who had flown on the Gemini 7 flight, spending two weeks in orbit. Significantly, early
on in this interview the astronaut himself elicits the metaphoric relationship between the
space capsule and the car, when offering the comparison that will help viewers imagine
what it was like to spend 14 days cramped in the capsule: ‘Well, people can project the
problem if they imagine living two weeks in the front seat of a Volkswagen’.** In the rest
of the interview, Borman actively downplays the extraordinary quality of space flight,
consistently relying on down-to-earth categories to make sense of it.*> For example, he
revealed that during the flight, he and his crewmate were authorized to take their space
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MAN IN SPACE

Figure 5. Opening title of the Horizon program, ‘Man in Space’, broadcast on 8 May 1966. The
image is taken from the NASA film Friendship 7, and shows astronaut John Glenn strapped in the
Mercury spacecraft during take-off
© British Broadcasting Corporation

suit off, and so ‘completed the flight in [their] underwear.”®® Or regarding food, the astro-
nauts’ eating pattern was that of ‘a regular day (...) breakfast, lunch and dinner.”®” The
Gemini capsule, thus, comes out from this interview as ‘a domestic, cocooned, moving
capsule, an iron bubble’® in which domestic daily life is enacted, in the most alien of
environments, space. Such framing of the spacecraft as a moving intimate space is a
hyperbolic version of the way in which the car was, and still is, experienced.

Both the 1962 Science Museum display and the two television programs discussed
here, relied on everyday categories to explain space flight, either implying or directly ref-
erencing automobile imagery. Audiences were, thus, provided with means of relating their
encounter with extraordinary artifacts and an exceptional endeavor to more familiar expe-
riences, bringing the experience of space down to earth.

The different ways that each medium achieved this are revealing of the structures and
conventions in which each operated as a mode of display in the early 1960s. Television
often mediated the relationship between viewer and subject through the person of a
trusted presenter, making the artifact fit within the domestic context of television broad-
cast reception.®* The museum authorized co-presence, encouraging a physical interaction
with the artifact. However, when Richard Dimbleby first introduced the Friendship 7 cap-
sule to the British television audience in 1962, he did so by stating that it was the space-
craft ‘in which colonel John Glenn made his wonderful three orbits round the earth (...)
the actual machine that has done the virtually impossible,” before emphasizing the cap-
sule’s smallness and insignificance. The use of everyday life categories can be seen as a
form of understatement in which the weaving of spectators’ daily experience with repre-
sentations of the extraordinary endeavor of space flight erased the distance between
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private individuals and a massive state-sponsored techno-scientific undertaking. It also,
importantly, provided a means to create broad public awareness and support for state
activities, in what could be interpreted as a process of democratization of knowledge of
science and technology.

Conclusion

In this paper, 1 have tried, through the examination of displays of nuclear physics and
space science and technology in museum exhibitions and television programs, to get a
sense of the public culture of science that the two media both reflected and shaped. The
museum display enabled visitors to physically measure their bodies against the artifacts
while television programming provided trusted voices to narrate meaning. Despite such
formal differences in the two modalities, this paper argues that both deployed similar
metaphors when presenting space exploration or nuclear energy to their audiences.

Both the Science Museum and BBC television appear to have drawn, primarily, on
the symbols and values of everyday life in a postwar western society, such as the car,
domestic comfort or the belief that the household is the basic unit of society. In this way,
the two media can be said to have enabled their audiences to appropriate the sciences on
display and in a sense to domesticate them, making them ordinary rather than excep-
tional. Further, weaving values and symbols of private life within representations of such
public undertaking as research programs in nuclear physics or space exploration programs
was a means of defusing fears of risk, as well as democratizing these endeavors.

But, using displays to associate these values and symbols with science and technology
was also a way of reinforcing and naturalizing all of these elements of the social order.
Television science and technology programs as much as exhibitions at the Science
Museum can, thus, be seen as mediators in the co-constitution of knowledge and society.
Not least, in the western context, relating fields of scientific inquiry and their applications
to everyday life categories meshes with an ideology of progress.

Ghislaine Lawrence compared the coverage of medicine in the two media and found
differences: the Science Museum was more reverential in its displays relating to medicine
than television.”® The present paper shows that the two media were more similar in their
approach in the postwar years to nuclear physics and space science than Lawrence’s
paper would have led to expect. One way of accounting for the similarities identified here
would be to remark that in the period covered by the research, television producers were
still in the process of understanding their medium. As historians of television insist, the
period from the early 1950s to the early 1960s was one of self-definition, in which con-
ventions of display were progressively fashioned. The culture of television broadcasting
that emerged in the late 1960s was a synthesis of the dialectical interaction between the
cultures of radio broadcasting and of film-making.”' Television science and technology
program-makers were, thus, more likely to get inspiration from other public institutions
involved in the business of making scientific knowledge public. Further, such similarity
of approach could also come from the fact that for space exploration and nuclear physics,
both the Science Museum and BBC television had to deal with the same interlocutors,
NASA and the UKAEA, respectively. For instance, the models of nuclear installations
shown in the 1965 Horizon Fuel for the Future are recognizable as similar to those the
UKAEA provided to the Science Museum for the 1962 exhibition Afoms at work. Such
institutional framing led to a certain unity in the discourse. The Science Museum and
BBC television themselves, thus, can be thought of as audiences of the public institutions
on which they relied to construct their displays.
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The case studies presented here are suggestive of the role of media in the public cul-
ture of science. As stated in the introduction, the scholarship of the field is not at a stage
which allows for broad generalization. Further research would need first to examine more
topics than the two highlighted here, and engage with a wider range of media, not only
television and the museum but, for example, also magazines and newspapers, literature,
advertisements, theatre and fictional cinema. It is worth mentioning, for instance, that a
1969 advertisement for the automobile brand Volkswagen used a picture of a model of
Apollo 11°s Lunar Module with the slogan ‘It’s ugly but it gets you there,” thus suggest-
ing that as much as the car metaphor was used to ‘sell” space exploration to audiences in
the early 1960s it also worked the other way round.”” Second, a more detailed sociology
of the actors under consideration (of those producing the media output and of those con-
suming it) would be needed, paying attention to the construction and contestation of dif-
ferent media. This would allow for a better understanding of the social dynamics at work
around the cases discussed in this paper. These examples suggest that in the 1950s and
1960s the public culture of science and technology was constructed by making them part
of audiences’ daily life experience.
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cury Capsules Freedom 7, Liberty Bell 7 and Friendship 7 in May and July 1961, and Febru-
ary 1962, respectively.

As William R. Macauley discusses, the British Interplanetary Society was active in the inter-
war and immediate postwar period communicating about astronautics, and displaying models
of spaceships to lay audiences in order to support claims to knowledge about the feasibility of
space travel (Macauley, “Crafting the Future”). However, Friendship 7 was the first ever
manned spacecraft that had actually been into space to be publicly displayed, Gagarin’s Vostok
1 capsule having never been publicly shown, which to date remains the case (Lewis, “The
birth”).

Wynne, “Public understanding;” Schmid, “Celebrating Tomorrow.”

nominal file 655, Special Exhibition — Col. John Glenn's Capsule Friendship 7). One can won-
der about the significance of such a choice, given that Cairo is the only place on the African
continent where the capsule was exhibited.

USIA, Information for posts exhibiting col. Glenn’s Friendship 7 capsule, 4 May 1962 (SCM
nominal file 655, Special Exhibition — Col. John Glenn's Capsule Friendship 7). It should be
remarked that the USIA asked US Embassies in non-English-speaking countries to supply a
translator/interpreter to mediate between the NASA technician accompanying the exhibition
and foreign crowds.

. USIS, ‘Glenn Spacecraft to make Bovingdon landfall,” 9 May 1962 (SCM nominal file 655,

Special Exhibition — Col. John Glenn's Capsule Friendship 7).

. Griffith, Wondrous, 196.

. “Results of the first United States manned orbital space flight. February 20, 1962,” NASA, 19.
. Lawrence, “Museums,” 70.

. The exhibition was designed by people of the US Information Service in discussions with peo-

ple at NASA. To date, the archival material related to the world tour of the capsule in the
National Archives & Records Administration (under reference Entry 70; Source Files on Pro-
ject Mercury; RG 255; National Aeronautics and Space Administration; Johnson Space Center;
National Archives & Records Administration — Fort Worth, TX) does not appear to contain
elements related to the design of the exhibition itself.

Richard Johnston, Report on 18 May 1962, World Tour of Friendship 7 Spacecraft, 3. Entry
70; Source Files on Project Mercury; RG 255; National Aeronautics and Space Administration;
Johnson Space Center; National Archives & Records Administration — Fort Worth, TX. The
question about the West being ‘ahead of the Russians’ does not contradict the analysis since
this very question of the balance of technological power was on every mind, and therefore
was literally part of everyday life.

Anonymous, “Brief View Of US Space Capsule Terrestrial Snags Slow Progress,” The Times,
15 May 1962: 7.

Panorama, 14 May 1962 (BBC) [01:26-01:36].

Letter from Adrian Malone to John McLeish, 24.01.1966, 1 (BBC WAC Folder T14/2239/
1- Horizon — Man in Space).

Ibid.

“Horizon: ‘Man in Space’,” transcript from interviews (n.d), 1 (BBC WAC Folder T14/2239/
1- Horizon — Man in Space).

Following from the analysis of this material it appears that the BBC, the Science Museum and
NASA were sharing the same style of public engagement. Such homogeneity in the public dis-
course about the American space conquest program could perhaps also be attributed to the fact
that NASA as the sole originator of primary material for public displays on the topic was ‘an
obligatory passage point’ (Latour, 1987) and as such could control the claims about space con-
quest and how they were supported, so as to enroll and keep allies in line. However, the exam-
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ination of the material related to nuclear energy will show that the same emphasis on everyday
life can be identified, and on this topic Britain was keen on stressing its difference from the
US. The homogeneity between television, the museum and NASA should not, therefore, be
solely attributed to NASA’s position as an obligatory passage point but can be interpreted as
one characteristic of the public culture of science and technology in the postwar period
revealed by the research presented in this paper.

86. “Horizon: ‘Man in Space’,” transcript from interviews (n.d), 1 (BBC WAC Folder T14/2239/
1- Horizon — Man in Space.), 1.

87. “Horizon: ‘Man in Space’,” transcript from interviews (n.d), 1 (BBC WAC Folder T14/2239/
1- Horizon — Man in Space.), 1.

88. Urry, Mobilities, 120.

89. Silverstone, “Science, Television.”

90. Lawrence, “Object Lesson.”

91. Boon, “Horizon.”

92. The advertisement is reproduced in Stern and Stern., Auto ads, 117.
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